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Curing the Children

Women wearing burgas sit huddled on one side of
the waiting room clutching their infants. Men are on
the other side clutching theirs.

The babies and children are disfigured little
creatures, shocking to look at, born with cleft
palates, cleft lips and micro-ears.

This is the surgical ward of the Cure hospital along
Darulaman Road, a stone's throw from the bombed-
out palace.

The parents are here seeking plastic surgery for
their kids - and the chance to give them normal
lives.

Cleft lips and palates are a "big problem" in
Afghanistan because of the culture of
intermarriage, according to Cure doctors. There isa
big genetic component.

In the First World, cleft lips and palates affect about
one in 700 babies. In South America, that increases
to one in 400, In Afghanistan, there are no official
figures, but doctors put it at about one in 250.
Five-year-old Breshna sits on her father’s lap. She
had cleft lip surgery a few months ago and is back for
a second operation to fix her palate. She smiles, the
scar on her lip barely noticeable.

UNAMA was established on 28 March 2002 through United Nations Security Counci
rdehmpmmtzpﬂcemﬂshhlﬂtyinhfﬁuﬂmwlﬂdﬂmﬂﬁm

Together with the Government of Afghanistan, the Mission supports the rebuild
strengthening of the fmmﬂmwummm{my&
UNAMA is headed by the Special Representative of the United Nations Se
Eide, who has overall responsibility for all UN activities in the country.

ABOUT UNAMA

AFGHAN UPDATE is published by the Strategic Communication and
United Nations Assistance Misslon in Afghanistan (UNAMA).

"The result is very nice,” says Dr Hashimi, 44, the
Afghan surgeon who performed the procedure.

Mr Jankhel, Breshna's father, beams.

He explains through Dr Hashimi that they found out
Breshna's lip could be corrected after a boy in their
Paktia village had the procedure. Word of mouth is
how most parents in Afghanistan learn about Cure,
and Dr Hashimi often ends up operating on many
children from the same village. "We are so happy,”
Mr Jankhel says, “If she hadn't had the operation, she
wouldnt have been able to go to school or get
married.”

It is not uncommon for parents in Afghanistan who
have children with birth defects to hide them away
in shame. If the kids ever venture outside, other
children are likely to pelt them with stones.

"We often get parents bringing us newborns,” says Dr
Hashimi, who did his medical training in Jalalabad
before specialising in plastic surgery in Pakistan and
honing his skills in Belgium, Italy and Germany. "We
have to tell them to wait until the child is three
months old. We try to educate the parents.”
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A cleft lip is a split in the upper lip; a cleft palate
is a split in the roof of the mouth. Both make it
difficult for children to eat and, later on, to speak
properly. This, in tum, can cause psychological
problems. A cleft lip carries stigma because of the
cosmetic deformity.

Moving on to the ward, a tiny baby lies bound in
swaddling on the bed. The infant is nine months old.
The family is from Bamyan and had to wait until the
snows melted before making the trip to Kabul. They
are very poor, Dr Hashimi tells me. It cost the
parents 1,000 Afghanis each for a place in a shared
taxi. They sold the family sheep for 6,000 AFS to be
able to afford the ride. (Cure operates on a dual
system. For poor families, the surgery and hospital
stay is free, The better off are charged.)

Bamyan presents the highest number of Dr Hashimi's
cases. The province is home to many Hazaras who,
being Shia, marry only other Hazaras. On the other
hand, Tajiks and Pashtuns, both predominantly
Sunni, intermarry.

The hospital that is now run by Cure was established
30 years ago by a non-governmental organisation.
Cure was asked by the Government to take over the
running of the hospital in 2005, and plastic surgery
was started in 2006 when Cure, in collaboration with
the charity, Smile Train, developed a cleft-lip and
cleft-palate surgical training programme.

Dr Hashimi completed a one-year in-country
fellowship under US surgeons Dr Keith Rose and Dr
Phil Metz.,

“They trained me and taught me a lot,” Dr Hashimi
says. "They have also put me in touch with other
plastic surgeons internationally which is good as | am
faced with a lot of difficult cases.”

In the last two years until June, the plastic surgery
department has fixed more than 1,000 cleft lips and
palates.

| ask Dr Hashimi how long it takes him to perform
each operation. He tells me but then begs me not to
include the detail in this story for fear of incredulity
among his peers about the speed.

"You have to understand, Dr Hashimi has so much
experience,” says Erin Card, director of resource
development at the hospital. "It is not common to
have such a high volume of cleft lips and palates. He
probably does more of these operations than any
other surgeon.”

“But the quality remains high,"” she adds.

As well as doing fresh cases, Dr Hashimi also finds
himself fixing a lot of surgeries that have been
botched by unqualified doctors.

On a typical day of operating, Dr Hashimi has eight
patients. As he changes from his smart blue suit into
his greens, a sneaky look at his schedule shows he
has one micro-ear, four cleft-palate and three cleft-
lip surgeries due.

His first surgery for the day is a nine-month-old girl.
She is carried into the theatre and given gas to put
her tosleep.

It is a difficult case - a gaping cleft lip and a palate
that protrudes beyond her nose. But after a
surprisingly short amount of time - for this is a
difficult surgery to do well - Mr Ansari, the duty
nurse, declares: "Last stitch!”

Dr Hashimi moves to the front of the operating table
to check from the front that his work is even.
Satisfied, Dr Hashimi leaves his assistants to clean
up the baby. Her nose is a little squished - this will
elevate in time - her lips are swollen, and she is
smeared in iodine and blood. But you can see that
when it heals, it will be a neat, tidy job - and the
little girl's parents will be happy to take their
daughter home, show her off to the village and,
perhaps, fnrﬂaeﬂrﬂthg;%epmudnf her.
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By Dr Nazifullah Salarzai, UNAMA
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Q: How far has this country progressed in the health sector in recent years?

A: In the name of Allah, when the issue comes to the question of health, anyone who is in charge of this sector
should take extra caution and speak accountably. | cannot talk definitely about the health progress in
Afghanistan, which means that | cannot say that the health situation 1s totally bad, excellent or good.
Comparatively, | can tell you that since 2002, when the Taliban regime was ousted, there have been basic and
fundamental changes in the health sector,

We have founded a health sector that can meet the requirements of Afghans in the present and in the future. We
have done this with the generous support of the international community. We have been able to provide 13
provinces with basic, secondary and tertiary health care services. The World Bank has done these three category
services for 11 provinces. For the remaining 10 provinces, we have a big donation from the European
Commission,

In 2002, only eight per cent of the population had access to basic health care, while this percentage 1s 85 now,
out of which 65 per cent can easily access these services, and 20 per cent of this would have some sort of
problems with transportation because of the geography of this country, mountains, bad roads, etc.

In connection with secondary and tertiary health services, in 2002 there was nothing to indicate the level of
these services... |t could be said that it was almost zero at that time. Now these services are at 50 per cent.

In the coming five years, according to our strategic plan, we will enhance the coverage of basic health services
from 85 per cent to 95 per cent, and the secondary and tertiary services will go up to 75 per cent to include
advanced diagnostic instruments, therapeutic facilities and rehabilitations.
Since 2003, when we first started implanting this new health
strategy under the National Health Policy until the end of 2007,
we have seen a 26 per cent decrease n the under-five mortality
rate, which is a big figure in four years time.

According to a survey from John's Hopkins Unfversity,
between 2003 and 2007, the quality of the health
services has gone up by 25 per cent,

In 2002, most of the districts did not have hospitals. Now
more than 86 per cent of the district hospitals can manage
complicated deliveries with surgery skills to do a C-section,
for example,

We also have tremendous achievements in many other areas,
such as in malaria and tuberculosis. For the comman type of
malaria, there's been an 86 per cent decrease since 2002, and
cerebral malaria shows an almast 94 per cent decrease.

Q: What are your future plans, and what is your top priority for
the coming years? T

A:We have a comprehensive five-year plan which includes
human resource development, enhancement of the guality and
quantity of health services, establishment of new health :
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facilities, and so on. We anly need USS 244 million to butld our new establishments in the coming five years, and
the international community has agreed to assist us with that.

The most important {ssue for us is the reduction in maternal mortality. Our main focus is on reproductive health
where we will train local and dinical midwives. We have plans to train more than 4,500 midwives in the coming
five yvears. We have trained more than 2,400 midwives in the last three to four years. The increase in the number
of the midwives has had a very positive impact on the reduction of maternal mortality and infant mortality in this
country.

We should be able to Increase the coverage of different types of vaccination to more than 90 per cent.

We want to equally build capacity, which is mainly concentrated in Kabul. We want to build our capacity in all 34
provinces in management, service delivery, monitoring and evaluation.

0): What are your main challenges in this sector?

Az We have done a lot but, still, much needs to be done. When | tell you that 85 per cent of the Afghan population

has access to basic health services, it means that, still, 15 per cent of the population does not have it, and it

means that six million people need it.

Regarding the challenges in the health sector, we expect that this year, Afghanistan would be a polio-free

country. But the insecurity in parts of Pakistan, and in the east and south of the country impeded our efforts to

contafn this virus,

We hope that with security getting better, in the coming two to three years, we will declare Afghanistan a polio-

free country. Diseases do not recognize boundaries -- if a disease affects ane country, it can cross the border to

neighbouring countries.

Security is a challenge. The deteriorating security situation in the north-west frontier province of Pakistan and in

some parts of Baluchistan makes it difficult for us to iImmunize children in areas which border with these

insecure areas.

The other main problem &s the issue of budget, and mostly we do not make our decisions about our budget.

Decisions are made at the Ministry of Finance. Procurement is another problem - - it is a very lengthy and time-

consuming process.

The other challenge is the issue of drug abuse which is extremely on the rise in the country. We do not have

encugh resources to address the problem of drug abuse in the country. | have been speaking out about this lssue

since a year ago and, recently, | raised this issue in the World Health Assembly and in a conference focusing on

Afghanistan -- Building Health Security in Contemporary Afghanistan - - in Washington.

Some parts of the country are insecure, but we still manage to carry on our programmes. |t s because we deltver

our services without any political, ethnical or language or any cther type of considerations. With the support of

tribal leaders, elders and influential figures, we have been able to camry on @ven in insecure parts of the country.

There is only a small part where we have not been able to carry on our job. | can give you a clear example on that

one. During each national vaccination drive, we should reach 7.9 million under-five children, and normally
- wereach 7.7 or 7.8 million children. So it means that 100,000 children miss this opportunity each time, and this

wmber is confined to parts of Kandahar, Helmand, Zabul and Nuristan. | have been promised by elders

Vs time .-.wwillmtlnmﬂutmmt reached last time.
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has also instructed fts staff accordingly. In the last three months, | have not had a single incident of our health
facilities being attacked and it is because of the fact that we keep the impartially of our establishments.

): What do you think about the suppart being provided by the international community?

A: | am really thankful for the support and assistance of the international community. We believe in partnership
and we want to make this partnership much stronger. We want greater engagement with the intemational
community, and want to make it more productive and effective.,

We believe that health has a direct link with the establishment of peace and sustainable security. We have
experienced in many instances that wherever we started our health project, the area has become calm and
peaceful. And the real example of that is Kunar province where our health projects played a major role in the
reduction of security incidents.

Change in the socio-aconomic status of people gives them hope for the brighter future of their community. We
believe that people play a very important role in the security of health facilities and in the effectiveness of
service delivery.

| believe that development. performed by the community or in partnership with the community and owned by
them is a sustainable development; and that will lead to a lasting and durable peace, security and political
stability.

0): What is your message to all warring parties in this country?

A: | call on all warring parties to respect the impartial and neutral role of health facilities and health personnel.
We have declared health facilities and health personnel impartial and neutral, and the first one who endorsed
our policy in this regard was Kaf Eide, the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Afghanistan. | am
really thankful for his support. All our main donors are really happy with this decision now.

Our policy -- "no-arms entry” to our health facilities -- has made us successful in making things better. |
understand that antl-govermment elements are using our facilities in some areas because the doctors do not ask
them who they are; they only ask their patients about their chief complaint, not their language, tribe and
political afffliation. This iswhat the code of ethics in medicine instructs us to do.

In the Last five years, more than USS 1 billion has been invested in the health and nutrition sector
Basic health services coverage has risen from nine per cent in 2002 to AS per cent in 2008

Infant mortality rate has been reduced by 24 per cent In five years

The number of health facilities increased from 500 in 2003 to 1,734 at the end of 2008

The number of health posts in the last five years has reached 10,552

The number of Afghanistan midwives increased from only 400 1n 2005 to 2,400 now

Some 134 Disease Early Warning System centres have been established throughout the country

Y Y Y YYYYY

Top Three in the world and Top Two in the reglon: Cold rooms capacity that could store up to 120
million dosages of vaccines
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Tough Terrain, Far-flung
Villages and Health Services

Dr Mazarl Nasirl, WHO National Health Coordinator for Faizabad, tells his story

As the WHO National Coordinator for Faizabad, it is my responsibility to monitor and assess the health facilities and
activities of all the villages in the province. My job entails travel to Reshan in Sheghnan District to lock into health issues and
services, and identify how WHO Afghanistan can respond.

Sheghnan District is located in the northeastern part of Badakhshan province bordering Tajikistan and the Eshkashim, Ragh,
Eaharak and Darwaz districts of Badakhshan. This mountainous district has a population of 26,817; and agriculture and
livestock are the main sources of livelihcod.

sheghnan District has one community health cantre located In the centre of the district, and one basic health care centre
located in Chawad village in Roshan. The basic centre in Roshan is one of the remobe centres in my district which are rarely
monitored. But when accessibility (road, weather and security) allows, | make every effort to carry out a manitoring and
assessmeant mission.

For amly three months during the summer, the road between Fatzabad and Sheghnan is open; and for the remaining nine
months, the road is blocked., S0 it is during the sumnmer time that | make my visit bo the village of Roshan.

Travelling from Falzabad to Sheghnan by road took me and the office driver, Tahir, arcund elght hours, It would be another
three hours of very bad road conditions to reach Robat village from Sheghnan.

The challenge continued as we needed to walk or travel on a donkey for another stx hours, according to the terrain we
traversed. Indeed, it was not a simple ravel to the Roshan basic health centre as | travelled by car, by donkey and by foot
follewing & route through the rocky mountains and rugged terrain of the district,

The situation in Reshan provides many opportunities for the extension of services to its vulnerable community. Acute
respiratory trect infection is still the main killer disease.

Diarrhoea is the secand top disease among residents and affects dhildren during the summer. Amoebic dysentery, giardiasis,
and other parasitic diseases are widely spread. Addiction to the use of opium by a number of people is still a concem.
Because of the extreme weather in Sheghnan, particularly during the winter, the living conditions in the area are harsh and
unkind. |n response to a request from the community in Roshan and the district govemor of Sheghnan, WHO opened the
basic health centre in 1998,

Since 2004, WHO has been supporting the tuberculosis-contrel programme and the polic-eradication programime, and
monitoring the Bxpanded Programme on Immunization and the Basic Package of Health Services activities which are
contracted by the Ministry of Public Health to non-govemmental organtzations.

WHO also supports the centre by pre-posttioning emergency health kits and kits for mothers and children, WHO and tts
partners have been assisting the health centre in Roshan by bullding health workers™ skills, immunizing children, and
delivering other health services,

This monftoring visit shawed that 80 per cent of the basic drugs are available in stock for one to

three years of use. Service delivery, including mother and child care, 15 r.}.
mmndahhualtputhnt:mrqﬁemdmdmheﬂﬂum
consultations and treatment.
Roshan's remateness {sn't enough reason to overlook its H £
other communtties in Afghanistan, thewhegble communities in
around Roshan continually need tvices. WHO has ™
remmﬂadﬂutﬂuﬁtrﬂwmt @ should be opened .y
again, 7 T

| sincerely believe that it is Huysirqle '
access to good health care and ft {s ble r
ensure that those living in the far- fi.ll" | age
willhwen::entnhul:hnlth!mdm o
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The view from WHO in Afghanistan

The World Health Organization
{(WHQO) is involved in all aspects of
health, health services and health
systems in the country. WHO
provides technical support to
formulate national health policies
and strategies, to endorse and apply
globally accepted health standards
and to acquire and develop the
mmd capacity to implement

WHO also facilitates communication
and interaction with neighbouring
and regional countries - to share
information, to exchange
experiences and to develop and
implement joint plans and actions
against joint health problems and
threats.

WHO provides the country with
comparative for health
reform. WHO has direct involvement
in the implementation of specific,
newly introduced activities -
activities of high strategic
significance and prioritised by the
Ministry of Public Health.

Direct involvement covers the areas
of health system development,
health research, gender,
reproductive heﬂth child health,
tuberculosis and malaria control,
polio eradication and HIV/AIDS

programmes.

The role of NGOs in this sector and
their role in the delivery of health
seryices should not be
underestimated. NGOs working as
partners with the Ministry of
Public Health in the provision of
services are vital to ensuring that
the widest possible access to
health care is achieved. This also
allows the Government to focus on
the stewardship of the overall

system and on developing sound
health policies to benefit all

Afghans.

There is no doubt that the health
sector has made significant
progress over the last few years.
The sector has been able to build
its vision, formulate its policy and
strategies, attract funding and to
build the capacity required to lead
and to monitor the
implementation of health care
across the country.

Afghanistan made the right choice
to focus first on the basic services
to ensure the rapid expansion of
health care coverage to establish
equitable access for the entire
nation. Afghanistan, unlike other
countries building a health care
system from scratch, opted to first
build up these services. This
rapidly increased access to care
for the majority of health
problems and to a wide number of

peaple.

This approach is in line with the
primary health care conceptual
framework which emphasises
health as a basic human right.
Through the Basic Package of
Health Services and the Essential
Package of Hospital Services
package, the Ministry of Public
Health has extended coverage to
close to 90 per cent of
Afghanistan’s districts.

That means that over a few years,
hundreds of new health facilities
were added to the health map
across the country. To overcome,
the serious shortage of health
personnel, in particular women,
there was an ambitious training
programme through which
hundreds of community midwives
were trained and deployed to
increase the and utilisation
of health services by millions of

Afghan women.

The increased coverage of basic
healthcare remains the most
significant achievement to date.
The community midwifery training
was instrumental in expanding the
maternal care services to many
deprived and remote areas.
Hundreds of community midwives
their services to millions
%ey ﬂwt?;eﬂ: line of
represent rst line
defence to combat and reduce the
high maternal mortality ratio of
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Mare than 20,000 volunteers have
been trained as community health
workers, Those yolunteers are the
country’s strategic assets to extend
health care beyond clinics directly
to where the people live. They are
trained to find cases of illness, to
provide simple primary care and
refer those who need further
treatment. They represent, in
addition, an important
communication link with the
community that keeps open
channels to exchange information

and to plan for the appropriate
interventions.

Maternal mortality in Afghanistan is
caused by a number of factors.
Poverty is 2 main factor, as is the
status of women in society and
malnutrition. A decisive factor is
also the lack of skilled birth
attendants. As such, training and
deploying more community
midwives will be crucial to see a
substantial reduction in the
maternal mortality rates.

The Ministry of Public Health faces
serious challenges with the health
workforce. Female health
professionals represent only 24 per
cent of the total workforce. That
reduces the accessibility and the
acceptability of the services to big
proportions of the female
population.

There is also a need for additional
mechanisms that facilitates the
communication between the health
system and the communities and
involves the latter into the health

The functioning of the health
system faces a number of serious
challenges as we move forward.
The referral mechanisms within
the system need to be

as a key component
in improving the quality and the
effectiveness of health care. In
addition, as the private sector
remains responsible for a major
proportion of health care delivery,
the Ministry of Public Health
should expedite the ongoing
efforts to provide the sector with
the policy frameworks and
guidelines that help the sector
improve the quality of its services.

The issue of quality needs to be
reviewed. A quality should
consider the rights based approach
to health. It should go beyond the
limited scope of contractual
obligations between the Ministry
of Public Health and the care
providers to endorse globally
accepted standards of patient

safety, management and support.

In 2008, many health facilities met
the expectations and achieved the
targets of the Ministry of Public
Health. The Ministry of Public
Health has been building its
structures at the central and
provincial levels. It has been
acquiring the capacity needed to
lead and to provide proper
governance for the expanding
health sector. It has established
various coordination bodies and
technical groups to standardise
the health care services, to
regularly review the progress
made and to provide strong
technical and managerial support
to various levels of the system.

Access to healthcare is a basic
human right. All Afghans want to
see their children grow up into
healthy and productive adults.

' Health care facilities and health

care providers should be respected

by all as neutral to any conflict,
impartial and as an asset to the
community.

Polio could be eradicated across
the country if the vaccinators had
regular and unimpeded access
over the next six months. The
success of this programme in the
more secure parts of the country
shows us this is possible when we
can access these areas.

The future of the health care
system looks bright and WHO is
committed to Afghanistan and its
people. Together we will build a
better future.

FACT BOX

It is hoped that within the next

five years, Afghanistan will be

able to achieve its version of

Ehe gillennium Development
oals.

This means a great

improvement in the health

status of the Afghan people.

These improvements can be
summarised as: I

» Increased access to primary
health care services within
two hours walking distance
I&gﬂ 65 to 90 per cent.

uction of matemal
mortality rate from 1,600 to
800 - reduction of 50 per

cent,
Reduction of the under five
mortality rate from 191 to

128,
Reduction of the infant

anznrl:ality rate from 129 to

Increased national
immunisation coverage
from 77 per cent to 90 per
cent.

Increased national
immunisation coverage with
measles from 68 per cent to
90 per cent.




Afgh UE t
Sumgme?gﬂ[lﬂ NDI.EEE

WHO - The World Health Organization in Afghanistan

WHO is the specialized agency for health within the United Nations and provides technical

assistance to the Ministry of Public Health in Afghanistan by supporting national programmes to

imprave healthcare in the country.

The priority programme areas of WHO include:

polio eradication initiative;

human resource development for health;

basic development needs programme;

communicable disease survelllance and response;

expansion of the integrated disease control activities for malaria, tuberculosis, acute

Respiratory infections, diarrhoeal diseases, vaccine preventable diseases, rabies and

lefshmaniasis;

» activities to improve maternal and child health with particular emphasis on the promotion of
safe motherhood inftiative, and emergency preparedness and response.

v v v v v

WHO in Afghanistan - A Brief history

In January 1959 the Basic Agreement between the Government of Afghanistan and the World Health
Organization was signed. WHO has been in Afghanistan since the 1960's when the Kabul office was
established. In the 1980's WHO moaved to Quetta and Peshawar and

later to Islamabad and in the 1990°'s WHO operated its

programmes through nine sub-offices in
Afghanistan. In February 2002, WHO was
again relocated to Kabul and by the
end of 2008 was operating seven
sub-offices in Kunduz, Jalalabad,
Herat, Mazar-i-Sharif,Faizabad,
Gardez and Kandahar with
WHO's main office in Kabul.

World Health
Organization
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